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In the sometimes confusing Colombian peace process, progress on some fronts comes amid setbacks
on others. Despite the resignation of the government's top peace negotiator, talks with both major
rebel groups continue. The rebels have formed a new political party as have a group of labor and
grassroots leaders.
Colombia's peace commissioner Victor Ricardo resigned amid speculation that constant death
threats from right-wing paramilitaries and opposition from some civilian power elites and sectors of
the military had taken their toll. In mid-April, leaders of the ultra-right death squads Autodefensas
Unidas de Colombia (AUC) called Ricardo "a ventriloquist's dummy" echoing "rebel lies."
The group said the government's peace strategy was ineffective but denied reports it was plotting to
murder Ricardo. Some observers feared that Ricardo's unexpected resignation would be the biggest
blow to the peace process since last May when then Defense Minister Rodrigo Lloreda resigned to
protest the president's decision to indefinitely extend the FARC's demilitarized area.
Ricardo had played a pivotal role in moving forward talks with the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). "You showed unrivaled audacity and imagination needed to
get the process on track with prudence and patience," said President Andres Pastrana in his public
reply to Ricardo's resignation letter. Ricardo presented his resignation March 14, but it was not
made public until April 26.
At the same time, Pastrana angrily denounced a FARC communique saying that the group would
impose a "peace tax" on individuals or companies with assets of more than US$1 million and kidnap
those who did not pay. Pastrana said the government wants peace, but "not at any price." "The
FARC pays slight service to peace by intimidating Colombians with threats of kidnapping," said the
president. "Nobody understands how they can agree to discuss a cease-fire and at the same time
continue kidnapping."
Ricardo, one of Pastrana's closest allies, was replaced by presidential advisor Camilo Gomez, also a
member of the government negotiating team. Pastrana announced three additional representatives
to the negotiations to broaden the participation of social and political sectors. New members
are Alberto Giraldo Jaramillo, archbishop of Medellin and president of the bishops conference
(Conferencia Episcopal Colombiana, CEC), and Partido Liberal leaders Alfonso Lopez Caballero and
Luis Guillermo Giraldo Hurtado.

Public hearings begin in FARC demilitarized zone
On April 9, top business and labor leaders met FARC rebels in their demilitarized zone to discuss
ways to reduce unemployment the first item on the 12-point agenda of the slow-moving talks to
end the civil war. The meeting was the first of what negotiators have called public hearings, in
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which experts and ordinary Colombians will give their opinions on each point on the negotiating
agenda. It was followed by another meeting April 11, when citizens gave their opinions on cutting
unemployment. Colombia's 18.1% unemployment rate is the highest in Latin America, and the
country is in its worst recession in history.
"The country's problems cannot be solved just with good intentions because the people have real
problems that must be resolved," said chief FARC negotiator Raul Reyes at the start of the April 9
meeting. Business and union leaders warned that if job creation and economic reactivation remain
stagnant, peace between the government and the guerrillas will be impossible. "Without jobs, the
well-being that dignifies life is impossible," said Jorge Visbal, president of the Consejo Gremial
Nacional and the Federacion de Ganaderos (FEDEGAN), adding that jobs would only come about
with national and foreign investment.
Union leaders called for job retraining for laid-off state workers and for tax incentives for businesses
that create more jobs. Luis Garzon, president of the Central Unitaria de Trabajadores (CUT),
Colombia's largest trade organization, called for establishing a 40-hour work week to increase the
number of jobs.
Pastrana announced another positive step in the peace process April 27, saying negotiations had
begun for a cease- fire between the FARC and the government. Both the government and the rebels
have presented proposals for the cease-fire. "With two proposals on the table we will bring the
positions closer together and determine the time to decree the cease-fire," said Reyes.
Ricardo, who arrived at the talks in the village of Villa Nueva Colombia near San Vicente del
Caguan with his successor Camilo Gomez, said he was optimistic that a satisfactory cease-fire could
be negotiated. Two new political parties formed On April 29, the FARC announced the formation of
the Movimiento Bolivariano por la Nueva Colombia, which will operate clandestinely for the time
being. Reyes said the party documents will be public, but the membership will not.
The party was launched to break the century-long monopoly on political power by the Partido
Liberal and the Partido Conservador, which the rebels say have maintained their grip on power
through a combination of vote-rigging, political clientelism, and power-sharing deals. "Colombia is
gravely ill because its Liberal and Conservative political leaders have used their posts to favor the
rich...waging a dirty war to stay in power," the party's four-page manifesto said.
The party's main goal will be to promote the FARC's 10 core political proposals, which include
sweeping agrarian reform, radical wealth redistribution, a stronger state role in key sectors of the
economy, restrictions on foreign investment, and an end to free-market economic policies. "Part of
our struggle is to transform the political customs and the way of doing politics," said FARC leader
Alfonso Cano who will be in charge of the party. This is the second attempt by the FARC to launch a
political party.
The first, in 1985, was the Union Patriotica (UP), created during the peace process carried out under
the administration of Belisario Betancur (1982-1986). The UP enjoyed some early successes in
municipal elections, but in a 10-year all-out war against the group by the ultra-right paramilitaries,
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allegedly backed by the military and civilian power elites, more than 3,500 leaders and sympathizers
were killed.
In light of that experience, few civilians will publicly admit support for the FARC. But the FARC
thinks it can attract a constituency among the 55% of Colombians living in poverty and among the
record numbers of unemployed.
Earlier in the month, on April 19, trade unionists, academics, and members of youth, women's,
and indigenous movements formed the Frente Social y Politica (FSP), a leftist alliance aimed at
"depolarizing" the political scene. The party's manifesto describes it as an "ongoing experiment
in finding a common direction," open to social and political movements interested in becoming "a
powerful social and people's force, a true option for the country."
The driving force behind the new movement was CUT leader Luis Garzon. Garzon, who has been
participating in the peace talks, said the FSP's strength is "the credibility it will demonstrate."
Garzon said the FSP was confident it could win over many of Colombia's 13 million voters once they
became familiar with the group's political platform.

ELN negotiations hinge on neutral zone
Meanwhile, on April 20 the government and the second- largest guerrilla group, the Ejercito de
Liberacion Nacional (ELN), announced an agreement to demilitarize an area encompassing three
municipalities in the north as part of their peace process. The municipalities are San Pablo and
Cantagallo in the southern part of Bolivar department and Yondo in Antioquia department. The
area has about 100,000 inhabitants, many of whom oppose the agreement. Pastrana said he would
withdraw some 600 soldiers and 100 police from the 4,749 sq km area.
ELN leader Nicolas Rodriguez said the group had reached "a basic accord" with the government
to convene a "national convention" in the zone as a prelude to peace talks. The agreement with the
ELN has many restrictions not contained in the accord with the FARC. ELN leaders have apparently
agreed, for instance, not to step up military activities elsewhere in the country nor to impose their
own government in the demilitarized zone.
Both Pastrana and Rodriguez said international and national observers would monitor the peace
process with the ELN. Local residents have criticized the decision to turn the area over to the ELN
for peace talks. The AUC also warned that it may attack the "guerrilla refuge." "Any area handed
over to the ELN cannot be used by them to step up their wave of terrorist attacks," said the AUC.
"We cannot respect their refuge." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 04/19/00; Clarin (Argentina), The
New York Times, 04/25/00; Notimex, 04/10/00, 04/11/00, 04/20/00, 04/26/00; Spanish news service
EFE, 04/19/00, 04/25/00, 04/27/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 04/28/00, 04/29/00; CNN, 04/29/00;
Reuters, 04/09/00, 04/17/00, 04/24-26/00, 04/30/00; Associated Press, 04/24/00, 04/30/00]
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